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Circumstances of Significance
T here can be very little doubt that Henry James's fiction itself constitutes a richly imagined and painstakingly detailed form of life. Ranging vastly beyond the builders' language, but still providing contexts in which linguistic aims, uses, and functions are vividly represented, J ames's tales provide expanded micro cosms within which to conduct philosophical investigations. In this chapter we examine in detail the specific contents of those fictional circumstances, those repositories of significance, as they are imaginatively depicted in "The Author of Beltraffio." " THE AUTHOR OF BELTRAFFIO"
Rather than attempt a brief introductory description of a story exemplifying the density and compression of which James was a master, it is better to turn to James himself. In the Prefaces to the New York Edition, he says of "The Author of Beltraffio," having already referred to "the grain of suggestion, the tiny air-blown particle" 1 that constitutes for him the origin of the work of fiction, that "it had been said to me of an eminent author, these several years dead and on some of the embar rassments of whose life and character a common friend was enlarging: 'Add to them all, moreover, that his wife objects intensely to what he writes. She can't bear it (as you can for that matter rather easily conceive) and that naturally creates a tension-!' There had come the air-blown grain which, lodged in a handful of kindly earth, was to produce the story of Mark Ambient." 2
In the story Mark Ambient is the author of Beltraffi o, a work much admired by our narrator, a young American who has come to visit the writer at his home, which he shares with his wife, their son, and his unmarried sister. Frank Kermode says of this quartet that within the context, the circumscribed net work of possibilities generated by this fictional language-game, that the conflict between husband and wife called for an observer, and the observer was characterized as young, "ingenuous" and American, a dedicated admirer of the great Mark Ambient. The battle between husband and wife was to be fought out, naturally enough, over a child. James considered several possible fates for the child, but settled for his death as a victim to his parents' fight for him; or perhaps the mother can deliberately sacrifice him. Once these pieces were in play he introduced another, the sister of Ambient. This done, he wrote the "gruesome" tale at once.3
As we shall see, as these pieces are set in play they take on, with characteristic Jamesian detail, lives of their own. A form of life is here being imagined, having been generated out of that initial imaginative seed. And this imagined life has a scheme, a structure or organizing principle, which Kermode says is "simple and virtually allegorical: the life of art versus the life of evangelical conscience, ending in the sacrifice oflife." But having made this general formal assertion, Kermode is immediately driven by a recognition of Jamesian realism, by mimetic complexity, to add, "But the development of the im plicit 'relations' greatly complicates the issue." Relations, to be sure, complicate the issue, and in following those relations we discover circumstances of meaning, forms of communication and understanding that take place within something that on closer inspection, comes to look rather like a much expanded builders' language. Examination of this much expanded builders' lan guage requires sustained attention to detail, but the effort e x pended is rewarded with what is perhaps a different way of seeing the connections between ethical and aesthetic descrip tions and between descriptions of persons and of artifacts and, most important, the complex interrelations between the per ception of persons and of works of art. We should move, then, into a consideration of our narrator's ways of describing-and thus ways of seeing-his hosts, their house, and the multifarious relations between these things, people, and descriptions.
Already feeling, on meeting Mark Ambient, "happy and rosy," 4 while walking together, the American "surveyed him, askance," seeing Ambient "as all delightful." At a glance, in this introductory move in the description of Ambient we already see the relation between the narrator and Ambient and have an expectation of how the description will proceed and what is and is not possible within that description. Following the logic of that continuing description, James gives us these details: "He looked to me at once an English gentlemen and a man of genius, and I thought that a happy combination." This is, of course, not an atomistic perception of physiognomic properties fol lowed by hypotheses about emotional, cultural, and intellectual properties; it is rather the record of an unmediated impression � person has made on our narrator. It continues, "There was a brush of the Bohemian in his fineness," again a composite perception not subsequent to a philosophically motivated scru tiny determined to locate in physical detail evidence to support a hypothesis. A different kind, an authentic and philosophically unobjectionable kind, of scrutiny is taking place here: "He was addicted to velvet jackets, to cigarettes, to loose shirt-collars, to looking a little dishevelled. His features, which were firm but not perfectly regular, are fairly enough represented in his por traits; but no portrait I have seen gives any idea of his expres sion." James here introduces the Paterian dimension of aestheticism, but he refines it by saying that although the fe atures are represented, the expression has not b e en captured.
That our narrator renders this art-critical judgment is sig nificant. This passage does not . mean that no portraiture can capture expression and that portrait painters must satisfy them selves with producing merely a likeness of features. Instead, it means that such capturing of expression is usual, that Ambient is the exception. That this is an exceptional case of facial ex pressivity having been established, we as readers now inside this fictional web-this game-expect as the next move the explanation of this facial resistance to depiction that is imme diately forthcoming: "There were innumerable things in it, and they chased each other in and out of his face." But this then makes us ask about expressive content, about what is chasing what, and James informs us, "I have seen people who were grave and gay in quick alteration; but Mark Ambient was grave an d gay at one and the same moment."
Our narrator continues on the now established topic of the deeper compatibility of seemingly incompatible descriptions: "There were other strange oppositions and contradictions in his slightly faded and fatigued countenance. He affected me somehow as at once fresh and stale, at once anxious and in different." Indeed, if handicapped by an unjustifiably narrow conception of what is rationally acceptable in human (or moral) or aesthetic description, a reader confronted with such a case might ask which of the features are real and which are not; that is, which features actually refer to a property of the person or the artifact, and which do not. But in fact, as in this case, such questions are illegitimate; seeming incompatibility is not a tension that demands theoretical resolution. The "oppositions and contradictions" themselves describe the case before us; and to proceed beyond these descriptions in search of an expla nation is not progress. As though engaged in philosophical work, James places these more stark descriptive contrasts next to more familiar and apparently less incompatible specimens in our narrator's next observation: "He had evidently had an active past, which inspired one with curiosity; yet what was that compared to his obvious future?" This is not exactly a contra diction, but rather a break in what might be for others a sense of time's continuity; here Ambient exhibits both a sense of his past and of his future in such a way that our narrator does not know which to speak to first. Further, Ambient "had the friend liest frankest manner possible, and yet I could see it cost him something." Here, inside the game of this densely compressed study of apparent descriptive contradiction, our narrator can see on the one hand that he is fully engaged with his host and that he has been given license to take up and pursue any matter he might like with the senior writer, and on the other hand that he ought not to abuse this license, to employ it recklessly, and that he should exercise some measure of reserve. And this knowledge, this recognition of Ambient's admixture of the "friendliest manner" along with its "cost," itself contributes sub stantially to the shaping of the relationship between Ambient and the narrator, where this shaping influence-as an article of knowledge born of an aesthetic�like awareness of Ambient becomes a moral force. Inside the story, the narrator exem plifies a kind of moral sensitivity engendered by an awareness more aesthetic than ethical; beyond the story.James has already established the proximity of ethical and aesthetic sensitivity and commented upon their parallels. But it is to the parallels, the continuities between art and non-art, or-better-the "com plicating relations" between art and life that James turns to next, in his narrator's description of the house.
DESCRIPT IONS IN SITU
"There was genius in his house too I thought when we got there; there was imagination in the carpets and curtains, in the pictures and books, in the garden behind it, where certain old brown walls were muffled in creepers that appeared to me to have been copied from a masterpiece of one of the pre Raphaelites" (p. 61 ). The narrator sees imagination or imagi nativeness in the carpets, curtains, pictures, books, and garden much as we see it in works of art, and he identifies the collective visual force of these as "genius." We know what he means and are prepared for the overstatement because of the "happy and rosy" condition of heightened receptivity we already know him l to be in. In short, within this expanding language-game, and because James is giving us enough psychological detail to imag ine this form of life, that earlier utterance of self-description here informs, or indeed is "part of the meaning of' (as though there were one such determinate psychological entity), this de scription of place. And these descriptions of self and of place merge in the conceptual inversion characteristic of aestheticism, the inversion of life and art, that immediately f o llows his re mark that the creepers on Ambient's garden walls seemed to have been copied from a pre-Raphaelite. "That was the way many things struck me at that time, in England-as reproduc tions of something that existed primarily in art or literature." It is thus imaginative seeing itself-seeing accompanied by as sociated aspects, or by "thoughts and feeling" as discussed in Chapter 2, that our narrator illustrates; and in his case imag-ination is fueled by a knowledge of art. This knowledge, as we shall see in what follows, does not merely augment but in fact is his perceptual acuity; here the too-extreme inversion of mi mesis is rendered explicit by James in the line "It was not the . Picture, the poem, the fictive page, that seemed to me a copy; these things were the originals, and the life of happy and dis tinguished people was fashioned in their image." 5 Here it is becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish between the pat terns of description that we find for persons, artifacts, works of art, and places. And a few lines later, we encounter the phrase genius loci; the very idea of the spirit of place entails the associated "thought and feelings," the imagination � assisted as pects, in short, the constellation of meanings that constitute the "soul" of the place as an exact parallel to the "soul" of a work of art.
As our narrator passes through the house into the grounds, he describes what he sees in terms that synthesize the human, the artifactual, and the natural. He says that the grounds "cov ered scarce three or four acres, but ... ," which tells us that the place seems much larger than it is: we see the truth of the phenomenological description embedded within the truth of the physical description. This remark, which implicitly disputes the rigid distinction between perception and interpretation (seeing that a thing or place looks larger than it is is an act performed in seeing that the thing or place is in fact a specific size), continues, " ... but, like the house, were very old and crooked and full of traces of long habitation, with inequalities of level and little flights of steps-mossy and cracked were these-which connecte d the different parts with each other." Here, as this descriptive game expands, it becomes increasingly difficult to determine whether this perception-this very corn-plete and accurate report of perception-is assisted by the imagination or not. To see a mossy cracked step is to see the presence of nature, the presence of a history of use, and through this the presence of the human in the artifactual. To employ the categories of description implied by traditional phil osophical categories of perception, to say that in fact our nar rator has seen an object first, that it is stone second, that it is shaped by human hands third, that it is cracked, that the crack implies age, that moss further corroborates the hypothesis of age, and so on, is simply a pattern of description that does not fit, does not "map onto," the experience that James reports. Indeed, not only are we not here called on to justify the de scriptions by referring to the system of allegedly secure epis temological categories of the directly perceived features, in this passage-a passage from an imagined form of life-we cannot even find where these categories are demarcated. And, as he saw "imaginativeness" in the house, our narrator sees cleverness in the landscape design: "The limits of the place, cleverly dis simulated, were muffled in the great verdurous screens. They formed, as I remember, a thick loose curtain at the further end" (p. 62). Now we see, or are shown, in a passage that resembles a critic's reflection on the characteristics of a work of art, why the place seems larger than it is, and by seeing this we also see the presence of clever dissimulation. And, within this ever-expanding descriptive language-game, the recognition of, or indeed the perception of, these imaginative or human--or aesthetic--characteristics is every bit as rational, every bit as epistemologically secure, as the brute perception that one is looking at land. There is perhaps here a distinction to be made between less and more sophisticated perception, but this dis tinction does not, within this linguistic context, also carry with it a corresponding distinction in degree of certainty or of de scriptive rationality.
This sophistication, this perceptual care, is sustained in our narrator's description of Mrs. Ambient. She "was quite such a wife as I should have expected him to have; slim and fair, with a long neck and pretty eyes and an air of good breeding." That so subtle, so descriptively civilized an observer as our narrator should describe her initially in these physical terms is itself, of course, informative well beyond what it explicitly states. Like every other move we have seen made in this expanded lan guage-game, it conveys far more, through its complicated in terconnections to other aims and functions, to other moves made and not made, than what can be read on its surface. Given this game, this context, and given what we have learned of the perceptual and descriptive powers of the narrator, we can conclude tlhat Mrs. Ambient seems to him inaccessible and forbidding in a way Mark Ambient obviously does not. And this impression is verified in the next lines: "She shone with a certain coldness" and in conversation, in her interaction with others, exuded "a certain bland detachment." It is thus the detachment, itself an objectively and readily perceivable feature of her character, that both explains and makes appropriate the initial physical description; it is not a reduction to the physically verifiable that is at issue. There is, however, a kind of verifi cation, a kind of justification (and to this topic we shall return below) in place and at home here; our narrator perceives "a vague air of race" in Mrs. Ambient, and this impression, this perceived aspect, is 'justified by my afterwards learning that she was 'connected with the aristocracy'." Thus the "air" is a factual matter, and found as rationally supportable and as cer tain as the long neck and pretty eyes; for the legitimation of the perception we need not epistemologically descend to the physical.
Moves toward aestheticism are made in this description too, but here they have a different function. Allusions to the arts, seeing the arts or some of their aspects in the life being de scribed, were prominent in the characterizations of the "spirit" of Mark Ambient and the spirit of the house. By contrast, with Mrs. Ambient, the phrase "but she was clothed in gentleness and the .narrator's description of Ambient's sister serves to il lustrate this well.
Moving to the extreme cases of Paterian description in this story, our narrator tells us that Miss Ambient's appearance was-what shall I call it?-medieval. She was pale and angular, her long thin face was inhabited by sad dark eyes and her black hair intertwined with golden fillets and curious clasps. She wore a faded velvet robe which clung to her when she moved and was "cut", as to the neck and sleeves, like the garments of old Italians. She suggested a symbolic picture, something akin even to Diirer's Melancholia, and was so perfect an image of a type which I, in my ignorance, supposed to be extinct, that while she rose before me I was almost as much startled as if I had seen a ghost (p.73).
It is clear that there can be little doubt that the narrator's characterization of her appearance as "medieval" is justified. He unpacks the term in the context of this description of this particular referent into further descriptive terms and phrases that support his initial judgment, including: "pale", "angular", "long thin face", "inhabited by", "sad dark eyes", "black hair", "curious clasps", "velvet robe", "garments of old Italians", and so on. This aura of a medieval mysterious presence turns out to be deliberate and calculated. Our narrator, having learned of Miss Ambient's concern for outward appearance and having shaped his description to lead us to expect this, says, "I after wards concluded that Miss Ambient wasn't incapable of deriv ing pleasure from this weird effect." The ethical significance of this aesthetic depiction is of course already implicit, but a few lines later the narrator renders it explicit: "She was a sin gular fatuous artificial creature, and I was never more than half to penetrate her motives and mysteries. Of one thing I am sure at least: that they were considerably less insuperable than her appearance · announced." It is, naturally, the tone of this description that leads us to expect this revelation of the moral through the aesthetic, and this leads us into another dimension of meaning as it functions inside this imagined form of life.
TO NE AND GESTURAL EXPRESSION
When the narrator first meets Mrs. Ambient and the boy in the company of Mark Ambient, James shows us that the spirit of an utterance, its tone, informs its meaning as a move in the language-game. As the wife and boy approach, Ambient says, "Ah there she is!" and adds immediately, "and she has got the boy." Our narrator observes at that point that Ambient "noted that last fact in a slightly different tone from any in which he had yet spoken." And this tone being unprecedented, it "lin gered in [his] ear." That the utterance should so linger is an indication that there is something distinctive about the partic ular use to which it is being put, and the tone of the utterance, which contributes to the aim of the move as discussed in Chap ter i, is inseparable in practice from its meaning.
In conversation with Mrs. Ambient, our narrator says of Mark Ambient, "He must have a very happy life then. He has many worshippers." And Mrs. Ambient replies, "Oh yes, I've seen some of them," but then adopts a far-away look "rather as if such a vision were before her at the moment." The fact of her imaginative vision of hoards of admirers is visible to the narrator, as is her estimation of those hoards: "It seemed to indicate, her tone, that the sight was scarcely edifying, and I guessed her quickly enough to be in no great intellectual sym pathy with the author of 'Beltraffio'." Of course, all she has said, strictly speaking, is that she has seen some of them. What she has communicated, having used that utterance within this game, vastly exceeds that blunt fact. This move too establishes expectations, and they are fulfilled later in the same conver sation when she says, 'Tm afraid you think I know much more about my husband's work than I do. I haven't the least idea what he's doing." And then, although this has already revealed a very great deal beyond what propositions in isolation might be thought to convey, "she then added in a slightly different, that is a more explanatory, tone and as if from a glimpse of the enormity of her confession, 'I don't read what he writes'." The magnitude of this utterance, of the confession, is enormous because of what that fact signifies about their relationship, their lack of shared vision, their divergent views of the importance of, and the moral value of, literature, and the effects of these conflicts, these varieties of divergence, on the boy. At this point, the narrator begins his project of "converting" her, as he puts it, to a position of admiration and appreciation for Ambient's books, which places him in an ambiguous position, as we shall see, concerning himself as a causal influence on her action; here we see as well a kind of meaning that his questions "Don't you admire his genius?" "Don't you admire 'Beltraffio'?" can take on only within this context.
Much later in the story, the narrator is still hoping to bridge the "gulf dividing them" that was "well-nigh bottomless" (p. 100) and to say something that had the power to "make her change her mind." He remarked that it "seemed an immense pity that so much that was interesting should be lost on her." " 'Nothing's lost upon me,' she said in a tone that didn't make the contradiction less." Here James shows us a case in which it is not only tone that greatly augments what is said, rather it is what is said-the words themselves are merely the vehicle for the tone.
The importance of nonverbal communication in "The Au thor of Beltraffio" is indicated by the emphasis placed on it at the very first meeting of our narrator and Mark Ambient: the narrator reports feeling "transported ... when he laid his hand on my shoulder as we came out of the station." In the first struggle between the parents for the boy that our narrator witnesses, there is a vicaress present briefly. The narrator de scribes her as follows: "She looked at Mrs. Ambient and at g 7 Dolcino, and then looked at me, smiling in a highly amused cheerful manner and almost to a grimace" (p. 66). She is too deliberate, too eager to be agreeable, and too concerned with dispensing good cheer; her ungenuine smile, her near-grimace, communicates far more about herself than she intends. This gestural communication, not lost on our narrator, is followed by the boy telling his father that his mother prefers the boy not to go with his father. This elicits her verbal and gestural reaction: "He's very tired-he has run about all day. He ought to be quiet till he goes to bed. Otherwise he won't sleep." Our narrator remarks, "These declarations fell successively and very distinctly from Mrs. Ambient's lips." To utter these phrases as successive, distinct declarations is to do gestural battle, to which Mark Ambient responds even more powerfully-with a gesture undiluted by verbal accompaniment: "Her husband, still with out turning round, bent over the boy and looked at him in silence." He then escalates the conflict to the level of viciousness by asking the boy to choose. The boy answers, "Papa, I don't think I can choose," but then (here again employing tone and gesture to carry his meaning), having made "his voice very low and confidential," adds, "But I've been a great deal with mama today." Ambient, receptive to tone and gesture, says, "My dear fellow, I think you have chosen!" and walks off with the boy without further speech. Making moves within the gesture language that our narrator comprehends, Mrs. Ambient "seated herself again, and her fixed eyes, bent on the ground, expressed for a few moments so much mute agitation that anything I could think of to say would be but a false note." In short, this powerful gestural exchange, and its resultant "mute agitation," precludes speech. The meaning already conveyed is very clear without speech.
When the narrator meets Miss Ambient, an exchange of ges tures, not words, establishes the expectations and opens the introductory language-game: "A lady rose from the sofa, how ever, and inclined her head as I rather surprisedly gazed at her. The ensuing language thus answers the gesture: "'I dare say you don't know me' she said with a modern laugh. 'I'm Mark Ambient's sister' " (p. 73). And that description "modern" is not left unexplained: "modern-by which I mean that it consisted in the v ocal agitation serving between people who meet in drawing-rooms as the solvent of social disparities." Thus the laugh too, within this game, is a gesture with an aim and function specific to this particular context. Later, our nar rator reports that this medieval presence "seemed to look at me across the ages" (p. 76). Further investigating the power of gesture within clearly defined contexts, James begins to give the gestures voice. "Miss Ambient's perpetual gaze seemed to put to me: 'Do you perceive how artistic, how very strange and interesting, we are? Frankly now is it possible to be more artistic, more strange and interesting, than this? You surely won't deny that we're remarkable'." Our narrator then actually objects to the wording of what is only imagined speech, expressive ges ture: "I was irritated by her use of the plural pronoun, for she had no right to pair herself with her brother" (p. 77). He has objected to the moral implications of a grammatical detail in speech that never occurs. This has a paFadoxical tension only so long as we have a diminished conception of the scope of language and hold cases such as the ones James is giving us at a distance.
A larger conception of language, one that appreciates aim and function within meaning-shaping contexts and recognizes the continuities between verbal and gestural significance, is surely implicitly behind our literary comprehension of further cases of James giving gesture a voice within the mind of the narrator. At one point the boy asks of his father, "Do you think me agreeable?" within a context in which agreeableness has been established as a virtue only so long as it does not conceal the truth about whether or not he is recovering from an illness. The boy makes this inquiry of his father, as our narrator tells it, "with the candour of his age and with a look that made his father turn round to me laughing and ask, without saying it, 'Isn't he adorable?' " It would not only be needless and inap propriate to try to isolate verbal from gestural meaning, and then in turn both of these from the meaning-contributing de tails of the context; it would be impossible. And in the gesture language, the boy continues expressing himself to the narrator.
"The boy's little fixed white face seemed, as before, to plead with me to stay, and after a while it produced still another effect, a very curious one, which I shall find it difficult to ex press." Here, James forces us to recognize that gestures, unlike words, can be vague, ambiguous, uncertain, and ineffable. The content of the boy's gesture that the narrator finds difficult to express is nevertheless given approximate form. The "plea I speak of, which issued from the child's eyes ... seemed to make him say: 'The mother who bore me and who presses me here to her bosom-sympathetic little organism that I am-has really the kind of sensibility she has been represented to you as lack ing, if you only look for it patiently and respectfully. How is it conceivable she shouldn't have it? How is it possible that I should have so much of it-for I'm quite full of it, dear strange g e ntleman-if it weren't also in some degree in her?" Of course it is vividly apparent that these are not the boy's words, but the narrator's. But they do accuratey depict what we do, in those particular expressive contexts in which a gesture or facial expression moves us to action, to make our action comprehen sible as a response to the gestural expression. And this is the point at which the narrator is moved to action in his project of "converting" Mrs. Ambient to an appreciation of Ambient's work: "So it shaped itself before me, the vision of ... putting an end to their ugly difference." And his first step in this di rection is rebuffed in a manner that is, within this context and given the moves of this game, as clear and direct as possible: "She gave me a great cold stare, meant apparently as an ad monition to me to mind my business." There is, naturally, noth ing "apparent" or uncertain about the meaning of this "great cold stare." The word "apparently" as it is used here informs us in yet another context-specific way that our narrator has been blinded by his single-minded enthusiasm for Ambient's fiction.
There are within this imaginary set of "complicating rela tions" many other illustrations of gestural meaning; for ex ample, at one point, as the ever-curious Miss Ambient speaks to the narrator her "head dropped a little to one side and her eyes fixed themselves on futurity." At another point, providing an exquisite specimen of Jamesian psychological realism, she looks at Mark Ambient in a way that clearly could not be cap tured better: "she gazed at him from afar-as if he had been a burning ship on the horizon-and simply murmured 'Poor old Mark!' " It is difficult to measure how much meaning would be lost by here reporting only the verbal utterance; one wants to say that those three words alone simply would not be under stood.
James presents many further varieties of meaning, which function variously within circumscribed contexts. He often brings out the relations of persons and things obliquely; given our narrator's Paterian sensibility, he often effects this through comparisons to painting: Mrs. Ambient is a Gainsborough or a Romney; Miss Ambient "made up very well as a Rossetti." This shapes our expectations of what their relationship might be like. He gives gestural impressions, such as those made dur ing our narrator's first meeting with the boy, deliberately pro visional forms, in order to direct expectations and yet permit revision in accordance with subsequent impressions, as in "it was hard to keep from murmuring all tenderly 'Poor little devil!' though why one should have applied this epithet to a living cherub is more than I can say." Such linguistic moves are, to put it in exclusionary terms, striking for their being so clearly outside the game, as in the "inarticulate comments from my fellow visitor" the vicaress. James extends the topic of tone in such a way that he makes it apply not only to utterances but to places, as in "Oh it has a tone," to persons, as in "Surely he has a tone, Mrs. Ambient," and of course to works of art, where the tone is transferred from work to person. He achieves close ness or moral proximity through language without explicitly addressing the topic of proximity, as in "I felt as if within a few moments I had, morally speaking, taken several steps nearer to him." James makes comparison central to the de scription of persons and works of art, as in "He [Mark Ambient] was the original and she [Miss Ambient] the inevitable imita tion," and again, Mrs. Ambient, in contrast to Miss Ambient, is "so the opposite of a Rossetti, she herself a Reynolds or a Lawrence." He offers us a number of exacting descriptions of what is the case by explicitly stating what is not the case, as in his description of Mrs. Ambient as "physically speaking, a won derful cultivated human plant." James establishes and articu lates a mimetic criterion for artistic value, which he elucidates in a language-game of possibility using a "logic" of what is and is not possible for a given character in a given circumstance. On this point Ambient mentions a substandard work of his, Natalina, in which "the reconciliation of the two women ... could never really have taken place. That sort of thing's ig noble-I blush when I think of it." Within the story itself, the fate of, for example, Miss Ambient is well within the bounds of plausibility: "With her embroideries and her attitudes, her necromantic glances and strange intuitions, [she] retired to a Sisterhood, where, as I am told, she is deeply immured and quite lost to the world." He presents experience as a precon dition for understanding and comprehending language 7 in a number of ways, as in "He had said how much he hoped Dol cino would read all his works-when he was twenty; he should like him to know what his father had done. Before twenty it would be useless; l i e wouldn't understand them." It is signifi-7. This fact weighs rather heavily against the view that literary works are hermetically sealed and internally referential.
cant that where James reaches the bounds of description, he presents the very fact of running into the desciriptive boundary itself as part of the description of the case, as in "Miss Ambient put me indescribably ill at ease," and, in reference to Mrs. Ambient, "I was aware that I differed from her inexpressibly." And finally, as we have seen in connection wiith the power of gesture, he uses silence itself as a distinct move to great effect within the language-game of "The Author of Beltraffio."
Beyond the investigation into the nature and workings of language as it operates within a specified context, within the imagined form of life that constitutes this story, we are also given a portrayal of a distinct kind of ambiguity that casts fur ther light on the analogy between our understanding of persons and our perception of works of art. Our narrator arrives at this ambiguity concerning his own role in the outcome of this story. The "unspeakable thing" that happens, the grotesque extreme of Mrs. Ambient's desire to possess her son exclusively and to protect him from the perceived harm of his father's artistic influence, is that she dismisses the doctor treating her son's illness and allows the boy to die. In a state of great alarm, Miss Ambient tells our narrator, in the space of a few remarks, that "it's too late to save him" and that "you had the idea of making her read Mark's new book!" which is in fact true. Mrs. Ambient read the proofs while sitting with her son behind locked doors, and Miss Ambient explains, "She sacrificed him; she determined to do nothing to make him live. Why else did she lock herself in, why else did she turn away the Doctor? The book gave her a horror; she determined to rescue him-to prevent him from ever being touched." As our narrator fath oms the implication put forward by Miss Ambient, he accurately describes Mrs. Ambient as "cruel and insane." But a certain light has been cast on events so that he, through his efforts to dissuade Mrs. Ambient of her belief in the evil force of liter ature, is in part responsible: "I dropped upon the nearest bench, overcome with my dismay--quite as much at Miss Am-bient's horrible insistence and distinctness as at the monstrous meaning of her words." Indeed, understanding her words forces him to see himself in some way as an agent of tragedy; to comprehend their meaning is to see himself, and his actions, in a very unwelcome and glaring light. And of these words, those enforcers of a way of seeing, he says that "they came amazingly straight, and if they did have a sense I saw my self too woefully figure in it. Had I been then a proximate cause-?"
At the close of the story,James gives us the ultimate inversion of art and life, with Mrs. Ambient, after the boy's death and just before sinking "into a consumption" and soon facing her own, reading Beltraffio. And the narrator, trapped in the am biguity created by Miss Ambient's accusations, sees himself now as unconnected to this unspeakable outcome, and now again as a proximate cause-enmeshed in complicating relations. Ap pealing' to us, he in the end says, "And apropos of consciences, the reader is now in a position to judge of my compunction for my effort to convert my cold hostess." Two divergent and incompatible ways of seeing-like two diverging interpretations of a work of art-have been generated out of diverging col lections of descriptions. The presence of this kind of interpre tative tension, this oscillation of relational aspects, does not mean that there is not a truth to the matter-even if in partic ular cases it might be difficult or even impossible to arrive at.
